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Abstract. The demolition scene with explosives of the Pruitt-Igoe1 buildings in
St. Louis, Missouri, was part of the American experimental documentary film
"Life out of Balance". The complete and utter destruction of a massive modern
housing project seen in the video inspired me to search for the truth behind the
scenes. Even though designed by Minoru Yamasaki2 and inspired by Le
Corbusier and the CIAM3 , the Pruitt-Igoe project underwent modifications by
the public housing authority that eventually resulted in changes during the
design and construction phase. Incomplete implementation of Yamasaki's initial
design and many subsequent revisions of the project transformed Pruitt-Igoe
from an ideal public housing model to a site of despair, failure, and ultimate
destruction. Financial restrictions in construction, racial segregation, a high
crime rate, as well as clashes between different groups, also contributed to the
demise of the project.
Keywords: Pruitt-Igoe, Yamasaki, Public Housing

1 Introduction
Demolition by explosives of Pruitt-Igoe appears in Godfrey Reggio's cult 1982 film
"Koyaanisqatsi" (Life Out of Balance). The scene of massive destruction
accompanied by the dramatic music of Philip Glass inspired me to search for the
reasons that led to the demolition of the entire housing project.
The Pruitt-Igoe project has been the subject of many researchers who identified
several factors contributing to project failure.
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The Wendell O. Pruitt Homes and William Igoe Apartments, known together as Pruitt–Igoe,
were joint urban housing projects built between 1954-1955, first occupied in 1954 in the US
city of St. Louis, Missouri. Demolished between 1971-1974.
Minoru Yamasaki was a Japanese/American architect. One of the most prominent architects
of the 20th century designed the World Trade Center in NY City, Pruitt-Igoe housing, and
many other large scale projects.
The Congrès internationaux d'architecture moderne (CIAM), or International Congresses of
Modern Architecture, was an organization founded in 1928 and disbanded in 1959.

One of the critical factors that played a significant part in project failure is the
modifications carried out to Pruitt-Igoe's initial design. At the time, the general
expectation was the Pruitt-Igoe's project would be successful. In designing a new
public housing in St. Louis, project architect Yamasaki tried to apply Le Corbusier's
design methods by creating green and public spaces within the block. However,
Yamasaki was hampered by the St. Louis public housing authority that intervened and
eventually removed or scaled-down many key features from the project. St. Louis
public housing authority was the sole investor and, by modifying the project, wanted
to keep the cost as low as possible. Hence, Pruitt-Igoe's project eventually ended up as
a public housing project with nearly no accompanying amenity elements.
Even though the housing authorities' intervention in the design damaged the project in
so many ways, modifications to the initial design were by no means the only factor
that rendered Pruitt-Igoe an uninhabitable urban project. The situation was worsened
by the practice that existed at the time in St. Louis areas of racially segregating white
and black residents. Public Housing Authority's lack of budget coupled with racist
policies of the era resulted in many common areas of the project not being
appropriately maintained. Another factor that made life difficult for the Pruitt-Igoe
residents was the general sense of lawlessness from many violent gangs occupying
poorly lit parts of the projects. Inadequate maintenance of common areas, together
with rampant acts of vandalism from the lack of security, brought disrepute to PruittIgoe in the city of St. Louis.4

Fig. 1. Pruitt-Igoe apartment buildings. November 1954, image courtesy Mizuki, Henry T. the
Missouri History Museum.
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Factors that contributed to the failure of the Pruitt-Igoe
Housing
In the 1930s, three-quarters of Americans lived in separate individual homes.
Public housing projects of the era were typically built as blocks of low-rise, several
stories high, apartment buildings lined up next to each other. In the 1950s and 1960s,
American architects began to be influenced by Le Corbusier and Gropius's "towers in
the park." Many architects opted for high-rise towers, considered an ideal solution at
the time for dealing with large numbers of city dwellers and ever-increasing land
price.5
Minoru Yamasaki was one of the architects who was inspired by Le Corbusier's
ideas. Yamasaki was a prominent architect who also designed the Twin Towers in
New York City. He had a stellar reputation and was eventually commissioned in 1950
by St. Louis Housing Authority to participate in the Pruitt-Igoe project. However,
problems appeared as soon as Yamasaki came up with the initial design deemed too
expensive by St. Louis city bosses. Yamasaki's initial plan was to design a massive
project consisting of mixed types of buildings comprised of high-rises, mid-rise, and
walk-up structures. Nonetheless, St. Louis Public Housing Administration insisted on
building 33 identical buildings with 2740 housing units that would accommodate
15000 tenants.6
2.1 Intervention by the St. Louis authorities in the initial design
Besides building identical and not mixed design buildings as per the original
project, St. Louis's authorities also demanded an increase in the built-up area. One
specific request was to construct 11 floors high buildings adding two additional floors
to the original design of buildings being no more than nine floors high. Added floors
were supposed to be created without any increase in common areas.
Another way St Louis authorities tried to reduce the cost was by insisting on using
low-quality materials. Interior elements like kitchens, doors, windows, bathroom
elements were substandard. Important elements like doors were made of low-priced
materials, and most of their hardware failed to function or did not last long. The
destroyed windowpanes were even blown by wind pressure, as can be seen on many
Pruitt-Igoe pictures taken at the time.7
City authorities also pressured Yamasaki to remove or reduce the size of many
community centers (nurseries, children's playgrounds, landscaping, and others).
Removing or scaling down the "points of contact between the tenants and the living
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units" became a source of frustration for the residents making the Pruit-Igoe project
less desirable, especially for families.8
2.3 Design Issues
Intense pressure to lower the costs influenced the selection of elevator models in
the Pruit Igoe project. In a desire to reduce cost, Yamasaki decided to use the SkipStop elevator model that stopped not on every floor but every third floor. While
highly impractical, Skip-Stop elevators turned out to be very a cost-efficient solution
to please the St. Louis authorities reducing the project's total cost by 12%. 9
Skip-Stop elevators proved to be a particular nuisance for the residents of PruitIgoe. Residents of the floors that did not have an elevator stop complained of having
to climb up and down the stairs to get to their apartment. This situation presented a
constant struggle for all tenants and especially so for the elderly and children. In time,
some of the staircases were even occupied by criminal gangs who tended to rob many
of the residents that passed that way. 10
When designing Pruit-Igoe, Yamasaki tried to implement the Planning in Section
method of social and intimate areas, by combining the gallery floors with closed
floors. 4th, 7th and 10th were gallery floors with corridors and household facilities,
while others were apartment floors. The idea was for mothers to wash clothes and do
other household activities while children play in sunny galleries (Fig, 2).11
Unfortunately, tenants did not experience these spaces as their own, and the concept
failed to work. Facilities were not kept clean by tenants, and many of the main
corridors were filled with garbage. Newman notes that while the main corridors were
generally dirty, most of the corridors halls between the two apartments that were
usually maintained by the occupants were very clean. 12
Pérez-Duarte & R.M. Penna explained that planning in section models or "section
models" didn't work well not just in Pruitt-Igoe, but also in other projects like Le
Mirail and Robin Hood Garden. 13
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Fig. 2. The image shows children playing in a hallway: February 1955, image courtesy Mizuki,
Henry T. the Missouri History Museum.

In general, a compromised architectural design doesn't necessarily result in the
demolition of the building. With subsequent interventions, structures with design
shortcomings are often repaired and eventually achieve and an acceptable degree of
functionality. 14
2.3 Maintenance
A well-known architect and city planner, Newman, once raised the question of why
the middle-class high-rise apartments work well while high-rise residential towers
with low-income residents do not? Newman believed that the answer might be
maintenance or lack thereof. Buildings that house middle-income residents have
maintenance unalike those with low-income residents that don't. The lack of foresight
regarding maintenance, Newman observed, is evident from the lack of spaces
intended to be used by porters, elevator operators, and resident supervisors that are
supposed to serve the public housing project. Unfortunately, the Pruit-Igoe project has
not allocated any space for the in-house maintenance personnel.15
The lack of maintenance ultimately proved to be a final blow to Pruitt-Igoe Public
Housing. Building conditions deteriorated, with many apartments becoming virtually
inhabitable. For example, some apartments were flooded by broken water pipes while
heating in other apartments did not work due to heating pipes leaking. After some
time, buildings in Pruit-Igoe started to resemble dilapidated buildings, with many
having dysfunctional elevators, broken windows, heat radiators removed for selling as
14
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scrap, and broken pipes leaking everywhere. Also, most common areas were
repeatedly vandalized and covered with graffiti. Some of the common areas like
staircases were even occupied by criminals and considered too dangerous by tenants.
The rampant criminal activity forced single mothers to organize themselves in groups
when taking children to school or shopping.16
St. Louis city authorities allocated additional funds to alleviate dire conditions in
the project. Pruit Igoe received a special grant of $4 million in 1961, a $750,000
grant in 1963, and a $5 million grant in 1964 from a federal program to repair damage
and build four- and five-room dwellings from the smaller uninhabited apartments.
In 1968, as a consequence of the cessation of federal aid, the Housing Authority
suffered a fiscal crisis. To make things worse, residential rents by 1969 skyrocketed to
30% of inhabitants' income, causing Pruitt-Igoe's population in 1970 to fall by 34%.
With some entire blocks almost virtually empty from residents, criminal gangs
eventually moved in and took over some apartments.17
2.3 Racial Segregation
The initial design of Pruitt-Igoe was meant to have separate sections – Pruitt for
black and Igoe for white residents. The Supreme Court sanctioned racial segregation
in 1954, the same year when construction work was completed, and buildings were
ready to receive their first tenants. However, Pruitt-Igoe ended up with only black
tenants only, given the fact that white residents were reluctant to live in the project. 18

3 Demolition of the Pruitt-Igoe Housing
After only 18 years in existence, in 1972 decision was made to demolish the PruittIgoe project. All buildings within the project were finally leveled in 1976 (Fig. 3
shows demolition by explosives).
Most of the factors contributing to the Pruit-Igoe project failure can be sourced
back to St Louis City authorities' insistence on reducing the cost that eventually
caused irreparable damages to the project.
Many efforts by giving funds to rehabilitate Pruitt-Igoe housing buildings ended
unsuccessfully. Federal funding has been interrupted when Nixon in 1973 placed a
moratorium for all housing programs. 19
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Fig. 3. Demolition of Pruitt-Igoe public housing buildings. 1972, image courtesy Richard
Moore the Missouri History Museum.
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